
Pence Blog From Afghanistan

U.S. Congressman Mike Pence visited Afghanistan over the weekend and issued the following
blog post today:

  

Day One
 
We departed Dubai Airport at 4 a.m. and, after almost five hours in the cargo hold of an Air
Force C-130, we touched down in Kabul, Afghanistan. Kabul is a dusty city whose streets are
filled with older European cars, donkey carts and pedestrians of every age darting between
traffic.
 
After a command update with International Security Assistance Force personnel, we made our
way to Camp Eggers, the center of coalition force efforts in Kabul. From the first moment I
arrived, it was apparent that things are different than they were a year ago, and they are
different for the better.
 
One year ago, President Obama announced a July 2011 deadline for U.S. withdrawal, and the
effect in Afghanistan was a resurgent Taliban. As the Prime Minister of the Parliament told me
during my trip here last year, the Taliban used that date for recruitment, making the case that
the Americans would leave and they would be back in power in 2011.
 
Today, with due credit to the Administration, General David Petreaus, and our troops, that
so-called deadline has been adjusted. This very weekend in Lisbon, the president reiterated that
2014 was the proper date when Afghan forces will take the lead. By all accounts, the
improvement in morale among Afghan and coalition forces can be traced to this adjusted
timetable.
 
The high point of these trips for me is always the chance to meet Hoosier soldiers far from
home. I met a few constituents for lunch and got their take on things. Each of them told me that
the security situation is greatly improved from a year ago. 
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Rep. Pence with Hoosier Marine from Highland, Indiana.  William Buckley, U.S. Army National Guardsman from Muncie, does force protection and toldme that things were "way better" than a year ago. He is 24 days away from heading home andyou could see the pride and the anticipation on this modest Hoosier's face. His family isprobably counting the days until they get their hero home. I heard the same from others. DannyKates is with the Air Force and hails from Centerville, Indiana. He is on active duty and livesoutside the state but still has family in Wayne County. I know they must all be proud of thisbrave soldier. Lindsey Smith of Bloomington, IN, is an inspiring man. After retiring from a 20-year career in theArmy, he served in local government in Monroe County but he missed the military. With goodhumor he told me that he signed back up hoping to be stationed near one of his children whoare also in the service and "they told me, 'You're going to Afghanistan!'" Seeing a soldier whore-upped late in life now making a difference in this fight is profoundly inspiring. After time with the troops, we met with Afghan government officials then boarded Blackhawkhelicopters for a sunset flight to Bagram Airfield. Here we met with Maj. Gen. Campbell of the101st Airborne and received a series of briefings on the daily combat operations under wayagainst the enemy. While there has been progress, every day American soldiers are going intoharm’s way confronting resurgent Taliban and Al Qaeda forces.    

Rep. Pence with Hoosier Marines.  As we departed Bagram Airfield, we walked down an informal plywood hallway lined withphotographs of the fallen. On the wall appeared the words, "Some Gave All.” As I glanced at themost recent framed photograph, I stopped in my tracks. There before me was the face of FortWayne native, Staff Sgt. Kevin Pape who fell in Afghanistan just one week ago. I snapped aquick photograph of the wall of tribute for his family and marveled at the hushed tone of respectfrom senior officers as they described how he fought and how he died. While I am not at libertyto discuss the circumstances, I can say Staff Sgt. Pape was a courageous soldier whodemonstrated extraordinary valor to the end. Every Hoosier should remember the name andpray for the family of Staff Sgt. Kevin Pape. Day Two Helmand ProvinceNovember 22, 2010 All my heroes are soldiers. Every time I travel to a forward operating base and have theopportunity to spend time with America's finest, I am reminded of that. Camp Leatherneck Our C-130 made a spiraling landing onto the runway of Camp Bastion Airfield in HelmandProvince by early morning. Helmand is now home to thousands of U.S. Marines who were partof a surge of forces approved by President Obama late last year and remains one of the crucialbattlegrounds in Afghanistan. We made our way, through a veritable dust storm, across thissprawling base to Camp Leatherneck, home to the Marines.  We were greeted by Maj. Gen. Mills, the towering combat general leading our forces here. Aftera detailed briefing on progress, we made our way to the mess hall where more than a dozenHoosier Marines were waiting. We talked at great length about the challenges they are facingon the ground. To a Marine, they expressed a belief in the mission and a determination to see itthrough. We also talked about home, the Colts loss to the Patriots and current political debates.Even though I was on the other side of the world, it was great to talk about home with thesebrave men and women. Garmsir, Afghanistan We boarded a set of Marine Corps helicopters and flew south to a forward operating base inGarmsir Province. Two years ago, the British forces in the area couldn't leave the compound.The province was rife with Taliban extremists who committed acts of violence against innocentcivilians in broad daylight. Today, thanks to two Marine battalions, Garmsir is secure. After landing at the base andmeeting the base commander, we walked through the streets of Garmsir. As one Marine coloneltold me, "a year ago this street was a hellhole." Today, shops are reopening, children areplaying in the street and people were genuinely friendly. Every time I find myself walking down an open street somewhere in the Islamic world, it'salways the same for me...I just have to stop and meet the kids. Thanks to the efforts of coalitionforces, these children who once grew up under oppression are now free and attending school.When I see the smiles on their faces, it makes me proud to be an American. As I stopped and spoke to an Afghan police officer, a little boy walked up to shake my hand andI knew from the pride on the man's face that it had to be his son. All over the world cultures andlanguage may vary but when it comes to how fathers feel about their boys, we are all the same.  
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Rep. Pence greeting a boy in Garmsir, Afghanistan.   Our afternoon ended at the residence of the provincial governor in a room filled with Marinesand turban-wearing local leaders from across Garmsir. The governor was gracious and spoke movingly about how the American soldier had ended areign of terror in their communities and established peace for his people. He and other localsurged us to make sure that the United States stayed in Afghanistan long enough to give them achance to defend themselves.  I rose to my feet and asked permission to address the group. After thanking the governor andthe local leaders for their kindness and gracious words, I sought to reassure them. I told themthat when they defeated the Russians, "the Afghan people proved you are a proud and strongpeople." Then I said, "the American people too are a proud and strong people" and I ended bysaying that I knew "our two proud and strong peoples will have an enduring relationship and wewill stand together for the betterment of both our nations and for the world.” The applause andwarm handshakes from the governor and the local officials gave proof that my message wasreceived as intended.  

Rep. Pence with Hoosiers at Camp Leatherneck.  As we prepare to begin the long journey home from Camp Leatherneck to Kabul to Indiana, Ileave this barren land with a renewed sense of confidence. After a few early missteps (mostnotably the announced July 2011 date for withdrawal), it appears that the Administration is onthe right track in Afghanistan. If we can reassure our Afghan partners that our commitment totheir success is long-term, and if we will give our brave soldiers who serve in this battlefield theresources they need, I know that together we will prevail in this ancient land. - Mike Pence  Helmand Province, Afghanistan  
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